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“We may well prefer to believe that, as rational beings, we retain full conscious 
control of our actions, thoughtfully processing all the stimuli our senses collect 
and arriving at sensible conclusions and optimal decisions.”
Chartrand, Huber, Shiv, & Tanner, 2008, p.197
“Emperor Friedrich II wondered what languages babies speak when they are 
only nurtured, but do not have social acquaintances – the babies died in the 
end.”
How are 21st century societal changes affecting the way people connect to 
and bond with others? People interact with multiple others every day, be it due to 
shifting communication technologies or more rapid changes in their career paths 
(Doyle, 2017). This could mean that people engage in more short-term bonding 
than ever before. Yet, as traditionally, bonding – the forming of a relationship – 
is regarded as developing over a long time (Reber & Reber, 2001; Hazan & Selcuk, 
2015). It might, therefore, be that people need to find ways to connect to others 
more quickly to form the social bonds they need. For example, people may 
change project teams on a regular basis and each one requires the establishment 
of trust and mutual support to be effective. Yet, it is unclear how people might 
form such quick bonds, which one might assume normally takes time to develop; 
it is also not clear whether such instant relationships are satisfying. 
In this dissertation, we investigate quick bonds by looking at mechanisms 
of automatic or unconscious social bonding. We do so by taking into account 
the challenging situations people face in today’s society, namely that they have 
to form instant connections quickly and that new technologies might set new 
requirements how the bonding can develop. In Chapter 2, we will look at the 
processes that drive a sense of “clicking”  or instant connection with others. In 
Chapter 3, we look at factors that activate the perception and experience of social 
smoothness. Chapter 4 investigates whether these instant connections only have 
positive effects or whether people lose something when engaging in them. In 
Chapter 5, we examine how new technological trends might interfere with the 
development of instant connection and whether people cannot fulfill all their 
bonding needs through them. Altogether, these chapters focus on some common 





particularly through the application of subtle cues such as nonverbal behavioral 
mimicry or similar mechanisms of implicit influence.
Social Bonding 
What is social bonding and why does it matter? Social bonding or attachment 
is defined as the act of forming relationships with others while a desire for 
closeness and proximity exists (Reber & Reber, 2001; Ainsworth, 1989). While 
most people associate bonding with Mary Ainsworth (1969) and Wittig’s 
groundbreaking research on secure and insecure attachment styles, Bowlby’s 
(1979) initial theory targeted towards the need of attachment figures in infants, as 
otherwise these babies would not have survived (see example from the beginning 
on emperor Friedrich II). Yet, Bowlby extended his assumption and stated that 
“attachment behavior is held to characterize human beings from the cradle to the 
grave”  (Bowlby, 1979, p. 129). In other words, attachment is not only important 
for infants to survive, although they need to be nurtured, but attachment and 
bonding are also needed in later years and have a positive influence on people’s 
physical and psychological health (Hunter & Maunder, 2001). 
There are two general themes in the bonding literature that are worth noting 
– (1) it takes time to develop and (2) social bonds can influence our behavior and 
cognitions. A general assumption is that relationships typically, or perhaps even 
ideally, develop steadily over a long trajectory (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). This 
development is characterized by reestablishing proximity after distance, which 
might be accompanied by joy of the reunion, even in adults (Ainsworth, 1989). 
The bonding time together might give people the opportunity to get to know and 
understand each other better. For example, one might know how to best react 
towards a frustrated interaction partner, if a close bond had already been formed 
(if frustration happens, doing behavior X helps). We base this idea on the fact that 
older people profit from their life experiences in decisions, and, seems to even 
act with more patience (Li, Baldassi, Johnson, & Weber, 2013). This fact might also 
be true when it comes to social bonding. Learning from situations might help 
people to react “correctly” towards their interaction partner so that this partner 
feels loved and “at home”, in other words strengthening the bonding relationship. 
Yet, it seems that developing social bonds no longer has the luxury of time. 
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Social bonding influences people’s cognitions and behaviors in ways that 
could affect everyday functioning at work or in one’s relationships. For example, a 
study has shown that overweight female adolescences are more prone to develop 
a clinical eating disorder, but that this risk can be reduced by a positive parent-
child relationship, namely, that the parents provide a secure bonding with the 
child (Turner, Rose, & Cooper, 2005). In other words, bonding influences people s´ 
cognitions and how they see the world around them. This is also the case when 
it comes to self-regulation. It has been shown that people outsource their self-
regulation, for example their health goal, when people think of ways how their 
partner can support them in their goal (Fitzsimons & Finkel, 2011). One can assume 
that when people think about being supported by someone, they likely have a 
secure relationship with this person. So, bonding influences people in the way 
they think and act and might also shape the goals they pursue. Indeed, people 
seek more support and closeness when they are experimentally primed with the 
mental representation of an attachment figure (Gillath, Mikulincer, Fitzsimons, 
Shaver, Schachner, & Bargh, 2006). Taken together, bonding has an influence on 
people’s behaviors and seems to influence many facets in people’s lives. 
Nonverbal Behavioral Mimicry 
Most of this bonding might occur on a nonverbal level, as people 
communicate up to 70% nonverbally (Reiman, 2007). A famous nonverbal 
behavioral communication tool is the copying of postures and mannerisms of 
others, namely the mimicking behavior of people, which we focused on in this 
dissertation. Nonverbal behavioral mimicry binds and bonds people together and 
is often referred to as a social glue (for a review see Chartrand & Van Baaren, 
2009). Mimicry is known to influence people in their perception of liking and 
smoothness as well as influences people’s prosocial behavior. For example, an 
early study showed that people like a person more when they were mimicked 
in their nonverbal behavior, namely that their postures and mannerisms were 
copied, compared to a person who was not mimicked (Chartrand & Bargh, 1999). 
Beyond matters of liking, nonverbal behavioral mimicry can also affect the 
perceived smoothness of the interaction, as rated by third-party (Chartrand & 
Bargh, 1999). Furthermore, it has been shown mimicry also has a positive effect on 
people’s prosocial behavior. For example, participants who were mimicked were 




the floor compared to participants who were not mimicked (Van Baaren, Holland, 
Kawakami, & Van Knippenberg, 2004). A waitress verbally mimicking a customer’s 
sentences, namely reciting them, received more tips compared to a waitress who 
only paraphrased the customer’s sentences (Van Baaren, Holland, Steenaert, & Van 
Knippenberg, 2003). Interestingly, even noninvolved people can prosocially profit 
from nonverbal behavioral mimicry. Mimicked people donated more to a charity 
compared to non-mimicked people and this effect was independent of whether 
the mimicking experimenter presented the charity or an unrelated experimenter 
(Van Baaren, Holland, Kawakami, & Van Knippenberg, 2004). Mimicry has been 
shown to influence people in a variety of ways. Not only do mimicked people 
like the mimicker more and experience the interaction as being smoother, it also 
influences how they act towards them and the world around them, namely to be 
more prosocial. Interestingly, this happens within a few minutes and not over 
a long time, suggesting that mimicry might be a way to form quick bonds with 
others. In this dissertation, we investigate this idea of mimicry as a quick bonding 
mechanism and how it influences people’s perceptions and behaviors. 
Bonding in Today’s Society 
Mimicry seems especially important in today’s fast moving society, as people 
can rarely invest a lot of time to form bonds. For example, imagine a doctor who 
meets new patients every day, yet has to convince them to undertake certain 
treatments and procedures. Studies suggest that nonverbal behavior can influence 
the forming of rapport with the patients and that nonverbal behavior facilitates 
the psychotherapy process (DiMatteo, 1979; Ramseyer, & Tschacher, 2011). Yet, 
not only in a medical environment are fast bonds important, but also in project 
teams. Imagine a project team with the aim to finish building the Berlin airport. 
At first, the project was very difficult as the finishing deadline already passed in 
2012, so the project in itself is already overdue and overbudget (Guldner & Uken, 
2013). The reasons for the delay might be many, yet one might be that people were 
not able to bond with each other and increase their performance. Supporting 
this notion, a study showed that negotiators who mimic their interaction partner 
gained better individual outcomes as well as the dyad performed better compared 
to dyads without mimicry (Maddux, Mullen, & Galinsky, 2008). This study shows 
that (1) bonding is important in negotiation and (2) that mimicry has the ability to 
form bonds even in formal business settings. 
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Today’s society is also known for technological developments and thus 
many interactions take place online. Although these devices allow people to 
be physically present, it might be that people are not able to bond in the same 
way as in face-to-face interactions: face-to-face and digital interactions might be 
different from each other. For example, digital interactions seem to be negatively 
associated with feelings of connectedness and reduced happiness (Clerkin, Smith, 
& Hames, 2013; Vlahovic, Roberts, & Dunbar, 2012). Romantic relationships even 
seem to be weaker in a digital compared to face-to-face setting (Scott, Mottarella, 
& Lavooy, 2006). Although, digital interactions provide the possibility to see 
another person who is further away, it seems that these digital interactions differ 
from face-to-face interactions. It might also be that bonding develops differently 
in digital interactions or might lead to less strong bonds as the nonverbal cues of 
mimicry might not be transferred in the same way as in face-to-face interactions. 
In other words, we mean that people might not experience the whole range of 
human bonding in digital interactions in the same way as they do in face-to-face 
interactions. 
Overview of the Dissertation
In this dissertation, we look at the unconscious bonding behavior between 
people in short interactions (10 minutes). More precisely, we investigated how 
nonverbal behavioral mimicry influences people in forming instant connections 
(Chapter 2) and whether people are motivated to increase the likeability of 
bonding with others (Chapter 3). Furthermore, we examined whether such 
unconscious bonding only leaves positive effects or whether it has drawbacks 
(Chapter 4). We conclude with a set of studies investigating whether people’s 
bonding needs are also fulfilled when engaging in digital interactions (Chapter 
5). Finally, we summarize our findings and discuss how new technological trends 
might require a change of the unconscious bonding behavior. 
Part 1: The Positive Effects of Unconscious Bonding
Part 1 investigates the positive effects of unconscious bonding and shows 
that people can use it as a tool to form instant connections as well as to maintain 




The Magic Click: How Psychological Ease Facilitates Perceptions of 
Social Clicking
In Chapter 2, we take a closer look on how instant connection between 
people evoke a sense of “clicking”  with an interaction partner. This research was 
inspired by bestselling authors’ Ori and Rom Brafman’s (2010) book, “Click – the 
Power of Instant Connections”. In this book, they talk about accelerators, which 
in their eyes nurture the experience of clicking. Inspired by their reasoning, 
we hypothesized that the experience of ease, so feeling at ease and no burden, 
between strangers leads to a subjective experience of clicking. Although an 
experience of ease might normally be assumed to occur only with significant 
others, clicking is interesting because it might represent a sudden sense of 
closeness or connection with a stranger (“From the moment we met, we just… 
clicked” ). This is exactly what the experience of clicking is: surprisingly feeling 
a very deep connection with a stranger. We specifically hypothesize that this 
feeling is a sense of belongingness that occurs with a stranger. 
We investigated in our set of studies whether the experience of ease needs to 
be displayed by the interaction partner (Study 2-4) or whether this ease can also 
be induced by external factors (Study 1). For example, a lecturer might experience 
the interaction with a new colleague differently depending on whether he read 
a well-written, smoothly understandable manuscript or not. Additionally, we 
assumed that mimicry as a bonding factor will influence the experience of 
clicking (Study 3 and 4), but it might also be that the help of another person 
induces the experience of ease (Study 2). For example, a visually impaired person 
who unexpectedly receives the help from a customer to find a tin of tomato soup, 
might experience a click. 
We faced the challenge in Chapter 2 to develop a measure for clicking. Although 
Brafman and Brafman inspired us to come up with an idea how clicking might be 
evoked, their work was not focused on how clicking can be objectively measured. 
We, therefore, used this set of studies to develop a measure for clicking. In the 
very first experiment (Study 2), we decided on purely asking participants about 
their clicking experience with one single item. Due to reliability and validity 
issues, we decided to extend this single item to a multiple-item questionnaire. We 
used proverbs and common euphemisms that heuristically capture the essence 
of clicking (e.g., “I feel that I and the other person are on the same wavelength”). 
one
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We came up with a set of 25 items (see Appendix A) to measure clicking (Study 
1). Yet, we recognized quickly, that 25 items might be a very inconveniently high 
amount, which is why we reduced it to three items, in our eyes best capturing the 
experience of clicking (Study 3). We end this chapter with showing that clicking 
is a sensitive construct which needs to be fostered either from the beginning or 
does not develop at all (Study 4). Finally, we conclude how people can profit from 
understanding clicking more in their daily lives. 
Mimicry is Smooth: On the Embodiment of Social Smoothness
In Chapter 3, we talk about the underlying motivation people have to 
experience bonding or rather their desire to maintain a sense of “smoothness” 
in one’s thoughts, feelings, and social behavior. We assume that priming 
“smoothness”  will increase motivation to experience smoothness, namely 
to experience minimal strain on one’s resources. Research has shown that 
nonverbal behavioral mimicry is a way to prime people unconsciously and 
that it influences people in their perceptions and behaviors (for a review see 
Chartrand & Van Baaren, 2009). Mimicry, however, is displayed to participants 
on a subliminal level, meaning that they did not consciously perceive that they 
are mimicked. Along similar lines, embodiment research has shown that the 
physical experiences people have can influence people in their cognition. For 
example, an experiment showed that people who were holding a heavy clipboard 
compared to a light clipboard evaluated a job applicant as being more serious 
and interested in the position (Ackerman, Nocera, & Bargh, 2010). These findings 
inspired us to hypothesize that unconscious mimicry might influence people’s 
subsequent perceptions, judgments, and behaviors in a way that they sustain 
in the primed concept of smoothness and perceive and judge the world around 
them as smoother as well as behave more smoothly.
We again focused on nonverbal behavioral mimicry, but this time specifically 
considered whether mimicry is an embodied form of “social smoothness”  that 
motivates people to seek out other ways to experience physical or psychological 
smoothness. We tested this idea in three studies showing that an initial mimicry 
manipulation can affect people’s consumer choices (Study 1a) and perceptions 
of pictures (Study 1b) in ways that promote a search for sustained smoothness. 




candy bar and rated pictures as smoother and less rough. The effects were also 
bidirectional, in the sense that when people are initially cued with smoothness 
by, for instance, subliminally priming them with pictures of smooth objects 
(billiards ball vs. golf ball), they engaged in more nonverbal behavioral mimicry 
(Study 2). The studies themselves directly suggest that an initial experience of 
physical, social or psychological smoothness facilitates perceptions, cognitions, 
and behaviors that serve to sustain that sense of smoothness. This might imply 
that smoothness is a way to engage in unconscious bonding and suggest that 
people are motivated to sustain in their bonding behavior. 
Part 2: Drawbacks of Unconscious Bonding
In Part 1, we considered the positive effects unconscious bonding has for 
people and how they profit from unconscious bonding in terms of being able 
to form instant connections and use it as a way to fulfill one’s motivation or 
desire for smoothness. In Part 2, we investigated how unconscious bonding 
can have potential negative effects for people. We mean by this that engaging 
in unconscious bonding might not be without costs. For example, people might 
get too comfortable and start to scale back their efforts and “coast”  (Chapter 
4). Additionally, unconscious bonding might be challenged due to the rise of 
technological development (e.g., virtual communication; Chapter 5). 
The Hidden Costs of Feeling Good: Mimicry Fosters Aversion to Making 
an Effort
Although most research on nonverbal behavioral mimicry suggests positive 
effects for the individual and the dyad (for a review see Chartrand & Van Baaren, 
2009), some studies point towards possible drawbacks of mimicry. For example, 
a study showed that mimicry only leads to liking within ones ingroup, but not 
within the outgroup (Lakin, Chartrand, & Arkin, 2008). Furthermore, when a 
person is already disliked, mimicry by this person actually leads to even more 
disliking (Stel, Blascovich, McCall, Mastop, Van Baaren, & Vonk, 2010). Yet, not 
being mimicked when it is expected has also its drawbacks, namely that people 
feel coldness (Leander, Chartrand, & Bargh, 2012). Given that the focus of 
this dissertation is on the formation of social bonds, which addresses a basic 
psychological need to belong (Chapter 2) and facilitates the pursuit of smoothness 
one
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(Chapter 3), one might wonder if there are hidden costs – namely, that people’s 
focus on the relationship makes them less motivated to pursue achievement goals 
(e.g., Leander, Chartrand, & Wood, 2011), or their focus on sustaining a sense of 
psychological smoothness makes them averse to making much of an effort at all. 
Chapter 4 investigates whether being mimicked in an interaction implicitly 
undermines people’s effort and working behavior. In other words, being 
mimicked could be so pleasant and satisfying that people subsequently engage 
in coasting. We base this idea on Carver’s (2003) coasting theory which suggests 
that people, who feel positive (i.e. feeling accepted), reduce their investment of 
resources. In other words, people might think due to mimicry that they invest 
more resources than necessary and reduce their effort. We investigated this idea 
by testing whether mimicked people take more time to make decisions (Study 1) 
and become less competent at basic tasks (such as solving a maze, Study 2). We 
conclude this Chapter by testing, in Study 3, whether the famous social loafing 
effect – that people reduce their investment when working in a group – is more 
likely to occur under conditions of mimicry. 
Virtually Satisfied? How Digital Interactions May Leave Us Longing for 
Belonging
In Chapter 5, we investigated how unconscious bonding reacts in a virtual 
environment. As the world is more and more changing into a digital environment, 
it seems that the ability to form quick bonds ascends to a new level. We mean by 
this that it not only requires the ability to form bonds quickly, but that such an 
instant connection as to be formed via a digital interaction. Yet, this challenge 
might resolve in losing or rather missing something in bonding interactions, as 
it seems that digital interactions and connectedness are negatively correlated 
(Clerkin, Smith, & Hames, 2013). We hypothesized that especially the need to 
belong might be at risk when people engage in digital interactions compared 
to face-to-face interactions. Normal relationship development needs time and 
proximity (Ainsworth, 1989), which might both be restricted in digital interactions 
or at least experienced differently due to possible technological malfunctions. 
We investigated whether people in general hold pessimistic beliefs about digital 
interactions, which might already point towards the idea that people miss 




conducting a study on the experience of belonging in a Skype interaction compared 
to a face-to-face interaction (Study 2). In addition, we examined whether the pure 
activation of the concept of digital interactions can leave people with a longing 
for belonging, which was tested by placing two chairs closer together (Study 3). 
Summary
This section provided a theoretical basis for the upcoming empirical chapters. 
It reflected on how our research will add to a more elaborate theoretical 
understanding of how (unconscious) bonding influences people in their self-
regulation and interactions with others. We looked at different aspects important 
for today’s society as how people can establish bonds quickly, how bonding 
influences one’s performance behavior or bonding in digital interactions. With 
this dissertation, we add to the existing literature and shed more light on the 
concept of nonverbal behavioral mimicry and why people might be likely to 
pursue more of it. In the last section of this dissertation, we discuss the strength 
and weakness of our empirical research and suggest future study possibilities. 
We also discuss our findings in light of recent developments in psychological 
research, namely, the challenge of replicability of priming effects and small 
sample sizes. Finally, we provide practical implications of the research findings 
for organizations and society, providing a clearer understanding how these 
unconscious bonding mechanisms influence them.
Additional Remarks
Each chapter in this dissertation was written as an individual research paper 
and might, therefore, include some overlap in terms of theoretical background 
or methodological information. We report how we determined our sample size, 
all data exclusions (if any), all manipulations, and all measures in the study. The 
chapters are either currently under review or about to be submitted to journals. 
In addition, this dissertation work included a big research team including co-
authors and research assistants developing the ideas and study designs with me, 
why instead of “I”  the term “we”  was used. This dissertation would not be the 
way it is without the support, ideas and thoughts of these people. 
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